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f) uth First 's powerful prison diary,
f[. an early jouriral of resistance

L L against the rnachinery of apar-
theid, is important for understanding one of
our lnost heroic batt lef ields. I t  is a white
person's memoir in a black movement, and
as such holds questions and answers for
thclse of us who work against racism, in and
outside of ourselves.

Ruth First and her husband. Joe Slovo.
were central members of South Al i ica's l ib-
eration struggle before whites were allowed
into the Afr ican National Congress (ANC).
First was a peti t  bourgeois intel lectual in a
nrovenrent of working poor.

S l te  was a lso  a  wonran in  a  rnovcrnent
largely dominated by men. Although Tom
l.odge, in his afterword, is careful to point
out that these pages "were writ ten rvhen
ferninist culture was not as intel lectual ly
pervasive as i t  is today," l  found First 's per-
ceptions and stance profoundly feminist.
Furthelmore. she is an excel lent journal ist
who r loves deft ly between pol i t ical analysis
and the more emotional issues of isolat ion,
invasion, separation, psrvchological torture
and resistance one must deal with when one
is  in  the  hands o f  the  enenry .

First 's opening sentence beats a rhythmic
movement betrveen int irrate personal detai l
and global recognit ion: "For the f irst 5(r
days of r ly detention in sol i tary I  changed
from a rnainly vert ical to a nrainl l , 'horizon-
ta l  c rca ture . "  La ter  on ,  she  wr i tes ,  "Whi le
t inre was passing i t  crawled. Yet when i t
had passed i t  had f lown out of al l  remem-
brance." Explorat ions of t i rne, space and
memory are a leit  moti f  throughout the
work .

Lodge, whose afterword provides an ex-
cel lent synopsis of South Afr ica's freedom
movement. points out that in the early 1960s
imprisonnrent, torture and the treatment of
\^'onren prisoners were more moclerate tharl
they are today-at least for whites. First
rvas able to keep her confinement in per-
spec t ive :  "1 .  a  p r isoner  he ld  under  top  secu-
ri ty condit ions. was forbidden books, visi-
tL)rs, cLrntact w,i th any other prisoner; but
l ike any white South Afr ican madarn I sat in
hed each nrorning, and Afr icans did the
c lean ing  lo r  the  ' rn issus . '  "

In his useful foreword. First 's conter-noo-
rary  anr l  conr rade A lb ie  Sachs  sum\  up
First 's successful bridging of race and class:
" .  .  .  She was not a white f ighting for the

blacks, but a persr-rn f ighting for her own i

r ight to l ivc in a just society, which in the
South Afr ican context meant destroying the '

whole system of white dornination. "
(Sachs, another white member of the ANC,
also speaks frorn painful personal experi-
ence. Long a target of the apartheid au-
thori t ies, Sachs was nearly ki l led by a bomb
planted in his car in Mozanrbique last year.)

"  l l7  Davs"  i s  in te res t ing ly  s t luc tu l 'ed .
The f irst person nanative enables the reader
to enter ' !  insofarss is 'possible, the experi*
ence of a wornan arrested on suspicion of
Something-she must wait for nronths be-
fore she is sure of what. held for 90 days,
then released, only to be taken again just
outside the prison gate. Interspersed
throu ghout the bqpk are italici ze_d.pa;sages :
providing rnore "detached" accounts of the
events .

First uses the ful l  power of her perceptive
talents in describing other inrnates, . jai lers,
techniques and places, as well  as her own
feelings about being separated fronr her

chi ldren, being confined-after the f irst 90
days are up-without knowing when she
wil l  be released. She also captures the long
and torturous aggressions of the proverbial
"good guy" off icial whose job i t  is to break
her through constar)t offers of instant free-
dom in exchange for the most " insignif i-
cant" information.

DAUGHTERS' PERSPBCTIVES
It is in writ ing about this f inal experience

of subjugation, that First rnost powerful ly
conveys the subtlet ies of internal ized repres-
s ion :  " I  was  appa l led  a t  the  events  o f  the
last three days. Thel '  had beaten nie. I  had
a l lowed myse l f  to  be  beaten .  I  had pu l led
back forrn the brinl< just in t ime, but had i t
been ir l  t inre? I was wide open to enrotional
blackmail ,  and the blacknrai ler was myself.
The1, had tr ied for three . rnonths to f ind
cracks in nly armor and had found sonre.
The search \\ 'as st i l l  on . " Manv readers
o f  "  l  l 7  D a y s ' '  w i l l h a v e  s e e n  t h e  e x t r a o r d i -
nary f i lm "A World Apart." Orie of Ruth

First 's daughters, Shawn Slovo, wrote the
screenplay for the 1988'release. Another
daughter, Gil l ian Slovo, produced the novel
"Ties of Blood" a year later, which also
deals with the theme of heroic parents and
ttreir eff 'ect on their chi ldren's identi ty. Hav-
ing seen the f i lm before reading First 's
prison memoir. I  was struck by a sort of re-
verse  recogn i t ion  in  severa l  scenes :  rnos t
notably the wontan's inevitable recapture as
she attenrpts to cal l  honre fronr a pay phone
outside the prison gates, and the note she
leaves in the f1y leaf of a book when she at-
tempts suicide at a part icularly hopeless nro-
tnent .

PRISON NIIND GAMES
As nremory infornrs both an accufate ren-

dering of history and a people's ful l  cul-
tural identi ty. I im nrost interested in the ef '-
fects of imprisonrnent and torture on the
human power to recal l  and retain. Fi lst 's ob-
servations are complex: "Unlike the Zu'eig
charac ter  in  the  "The Roya l  Carne. "  l
chanced upon no  chess  manua l  in  a  v is i t  to
Gesfapi) headquarters and even i f  I  had I
doubt i f  I  could have summor.red the pou'ers
of concentrat ion to lbarn the garne without
ooar<l or pieces. I  played chi ld-i ike ganre.s in
;ry head: going through the letters of the al-
phahc t  fo l  r ra r r rcs  o l  u  r i t c rs .  cornpr tsc rs .  sc i -
c n l i s t s .  c o u n t r i e s .  c i t i c s .  u n i r n l l . .  f r r r r t .
f lowerl; .  and vege(ables. As the days rvent
,.n I  seerlecl lo €lrow less. n()t  nror-e plof i-
c ien t  a t  th is  ganre .  Th is  i vas  the  t i lne  I
should have been atr le to l-ecd on the fat of '
nly mernor\ ' .  but I  had alu.a1's had a bad
rnemory (the Security Branch did not be-
l ieve  tha t  one l )  and had re l ied  a l l  n rv  l i l ' e  on
penc i l ,  no tebook.  p ress  c l ipp ing .  the  nrark -
ing in the rnargin of a book tu recal l  a
source, a fact. a reference. Poetry that I  had
learned at school t led frorn r le: French
verbs lr ,ere elusivc. I  l ivecl again througlr
things that had happened to nre in the past:
conversa t ions  and invo l r .c rnents  w i th
peop le ,  g lowing  aga in  a t  a  t 'ew successcs .
recoi l ing with embarrasslr ient at frequent
awkwardnesses. I  put myself througlr a con-
cent ra ted  se l f -sc ru t iny  bu t  in  a  sca t te red .
disorganized fashion and I found lnysel l  not
rv i th  a  c learer  ins igh t  in to  n ryse l f  in  th is  ab-
nornral si tuatron. but with a dif fused rvorld
of the past divert irrg nre frorn the povert l '  ol-
thc  p resent .  "

Th is  i s  the  f i f th  in  N ' lon t l r l y  Rcr ' iew 's
Vo ices  o f  Res is tance ser ies .  I t ' s  an  excr l ing
publishing ef lort.  producing tr.r  date solne
l ' ine "[orgotten':  texts,.always of fered. as in
this case. rvi th useful foreufords and afier-
words .  In  th is  t i rne  whentour  t r i s to r .y  i s
t r i v ia l i zed  or  e rased on  thq  n igh t ly  news.
these reissues f i l l  an inrportant neecl.
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